58         THE  BLOOD, LYMPH, AND TISSUE FLUIDS

The Red Blood Cells or Erythrocytes
The human erythrocytes and those of most higher animals are
circular disc-shaped cells possess^                     They have a

mean diameter of 7.2 micronT^aoo72in        and a thickness

of about 2.2 micronT^g- 3"*1)-   The central portion of the cell

Fig. 3-1 Showing the
diameters of a red
blood cell

is much thinner than the circumference which, therefore, ap-
pears as a rim around a central depression. This construction
gives the cell a biconcave contour or a roughly dumb-bell out-
line when viewed edgewise. In shed blood the red cells show
a tendency to adhere to one another by their flat surfaces.
This arrangement, which resembles a stack of coins which has
toppled over (Fig. 3-2), is spoken of as a rouleau and the proc-

Fig. 3-2   Showing eryth-
rocytes in rouleaux.
ess as rouleaux formation. The cell is bounded by a membrane
composed of protein in association with the lipid materials,
lecithin and cholesterol The red cell has two chief functions,
to carry oxygen from the lungs to the capillaries (p. 270) of the
various tissues and, mainly in an indirect way, to transport
carbon dioxide from the tissues to the lungs (pp. 271 and 272),
The ability of the cell to carry oxygen is dependent upon its
containing a remarkable pigment called hemoglobin (p. 68)*
It is to this pigment that the characteristic color of blood is due.